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Laos Buzzes With P k ~ e s  and Intri’gu‘e 
By HARRISON E. SALISBURY 

Speclal to The New York Times 
VIENTIANE, Laos, June,lO 

-On the airfield at Vientiane, 
the late afternoon sun beats 
dazzingly on three all-white 
helicopters bearing the initials 

- 
line,” he says. “Sometimes we 
call it ‘Air Opium.’ ” 

Within the airport terminal 
there’s a hubbub in the sec- 
ond floor lounge. At a table in 
the center a beefy American 
is pulling Heidsieck cham- 

~ 

qsians. “Those are T.C.N.,” a 
resident explains. “They are 
third-country , nationals.” 

It develops that the United 
Stdtea foreignaid people hhe.  
large numbers of so-called 
T.C.N. .to :‘deal wib Laotians” 

of we International Control 
Commission, whose mission is 
keeping- @e peace in ahis re- 
mote lchigdom. 
’ 

At the far edge of the field 
a fligpt of five chubby homb- 
ers,kakes off likebuzzingbees. 

’ “Going out for the late after- 
noon ~bbmbing,” a watcher - a goinpaway p,&y fw 
explains. 

air  t e m n a i  i3 parked a sturdy The American groupmostly there- isi no way‘ for. host 
old DC-3 painted a Hther jowly characters with brig?lt American .@a. personnel t o  
gaudy green and beartng an sports shirts, dark glssses and ‘ $op whether tkeir’ programs 
exotic name in ~aotian, “What wives‘whosa’??hai si lk  a re  welcome or .not since 

hericam hwe little kind 0f.m airline i s tha t?”  a are ,stretched tight 
trweler-iSly as&& spectator shoddersrand hips-is 
laughs. “Oh, W s  a local with ;a .group of-nbn-lkotian 

pagie boitles from 

hits the ceiling with ‘a re- 
sound smack as the jo\ly : 
crowd cheers. 

Nearer the small modern Vieatlane resident explains. Lao 

-- I 

.. , a 



occupsrion in this cqrious king- 
dom: gold. Gold in the form of 
bars, jewelry or coins-no one 

direct contact with Laotians. . is too particular about the 
~n anotfiw corn& of the air- form. Diamonds are interesting 

grt-lounge+there is. another as well. Vientiane is probably 
‘farewelt party. An American the most out-of-the-way capital 

in Asia. But each month two pilot is seeing B woman off to  
to four tons of gold flows Bangkok, The pudgy flier is one 
through the central bank-all of many pilots for Air America 
in transit. which, with Continental Air- 

lines, Is carrying out a multi- Where does the gold come 
from ?> Laotian bankers don’t tude of missions in the Laotian 
ask. Where does it go? They backcountry. Air America has 
shrug their should&-Saigon, been called the Centra! Intelli- 
Singapore, Bangkok, Hong gence Agency’s private air sub- 
Kong, possibly New York. 

What is Air America doing1 Why does it come? “That‘s a 
in Laos? Probably no one per-‘ very interesting question,” one 
son in or &t of the United‘ New 13. fiscal expert said. “There seems 
States rime that its‘ Vieokne (Cross), capital to be a definite benefit to some 
doing one big mission Is of Laos, bums with U.S. aid people to have gold pass through 
suppiyhg and supporting the activity as well as busy Vientiane. There are different 
,so-called air projects that spat- traffic in opium and gold. ~ y ~ d i ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ;  

Trade them fqr gold in Saigdn. ter the map of Laos like a bad 
case of chickenpoh There are night hps and ay l a n d a s  cessingdt into fieeroin, which is Send gold to  Viatime. Could 
at more than 160 ‘W.S. aid” much more compact. Some it be traded for Opium and then 

We never ask that question.” projects. 
These are projects that seem sist they can take you right to Not many people ask quesa 

~ c ~ $ ! ~ ~ b ~ ~ ~ s  ~~~~t~~ two recently opened heroin- tions in Vientiane. Mostly they 
pos..:bly bags of .gold. The mis- processing plants. Seem to think it’s better not to 
sion? It i s  s a d  that WS de; 
velops islands of “friendlys,” that several recipifnts of the a r ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ *  iEaoaofge:n &’: 
Or little groups of the local bounty of United States for- the little mountain kingdom 
pppulace who supposedly can be counted’ on to fight back e1.w aid and of the C.1.A. may still preserves what IS techni- 
against the Communists. have a deeper interest in the cally called neutrality. And 
“Friendlys” are encouraged Opium buslness than the Corn- white helicoptefi of the Inter- 
and*eated with presumably munist business. national Control Commission, 
judicious supplies of guns, am- in the late afternoon 
munition and funds. They are whole trade is a hardy band as take off for 
supposed to set up Momer of Chinese Nationaligt troops distant Are there to  
jnetworks spd keep an eye on Who were flown to the border prove it. 
gobgs-on in the back country. of China’s Yurtnan Province 

> 

sidiary. , I  

bright-eyed ci-ens in Laos in- gold to 

There are skeptics who feel know just what’s going On. 

Right in the center of the 

dozkns of local feuds and con- 
flicts constantly in progress. 

I t  is bard for Air America 
pilots flying through mountain- 
ous areas, particularly in the 
dry season when farmers are 
busy burning off mountains. 
But the pilots are compensated 
well-$3,000 B month. 

Sttll, Vientiane is not home 
and more .than one filer fails 
to  serve out the itihree-year can- 

hot At years ago in one of more spec- 
tacular early C.I.A. operations. 

g on in After being abandoned official- 
w r k  of ly by both the United States’ 

troops have Alr America pilais 6s not milk- and Taiwan, 

tract. 
I But QI this pales before bhe 
red anterest in this corner of 
wrld-apium. A significant 
wstdon oi the IkFcrrld’s d u m  

run stuff. Often a e Y  are  
on as mey oOme in low aM-of 
mere is never knowing who 
is firing. UP in the northwest 
frontier neap the borders of 
Laos, Thailand, Burma and 
China-the great confrontation 
between East and West iS Very, 
Verv distant, but bhere are 
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dug themselves into the heart 
the opium area. With their 

own barracks, defense lines, 
airstrips and helicopter land- 
ing spots, they have managed 
to turn a pretty penny iq pop./ 
pies, 

There’s &other serious p p  

i ~ f i c  originates lthe xGbrt.h- 
west quadrangle. This is where 
pbppies are g m  and raw 
opium +s produced. 
’ Some Opium Dens Closed 

smoking 3s meetly 
-OS, d t i h O U g h  d w -  
Vientiane dens have 

been ‘officially closed. Except, 
perhaps in- 8 %grimy block that 
Xientime calls Its “strip” in 
admiration of the more fmohs 
namesake in LBs Vegss, Nev. 
War has helped the opium 


